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last six fatal commercial airline
accidents, and pilot performance has
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result, Congress and others have
raised questions about, among other
issues, the initial pilot education and
training required before pilots can be
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receive further training. The initial
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As requested, this report discusses
(1) the various types of U.S. pilot
schools, how they compare, and
associated issues; (2) key similarities
and differences between the U.S. and
international approaches to pilot
training; and (3) how and to what
extent FAA carries out oversight of
pilot training and certification. To
address these issues, GAO reviewed
literature, legislation, regulations, and
FAA documents and inspection and
enforcement data; interviewed agency
and industry officials; and studied the
training approach in Europe because
of the different training model and
visited four European countries.

What GAO Recommends

To improve oversight of pilot
certification, GAO recommends that
FAA develop a comprehensive system
to (1) measure its performance in
meeting the agency’s annual
inspection requirements for pilot
schools and pilot examiners and (2)
better understanding the nature and
scope of discretionary inspections for
flight instructors. FAA generally agreed
with our recommendations.
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512-2834 or dillinghamg@gao.gov.
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Better Management Controls Are Needed to Improve
FAA Oversight

What GAO Found

The approximately 3,400 pilot schools in the United States can be divided into
three types: (1) flight instructor based, (2) vocational, and (3) collegiate. The
school types vary in several ways, but all pilot students must pass the same
knowledge and flight tests to obtain a pilot certificate from FAA. Airline operations
have evolved operationally and technologically, but the pilot training
requirements for certification of commercial pilots were last revised in 1997. FAA
and some industry stakeholders have indicated that current requirements for
commercial pilots should incorporate additional training to improve the
competency of entry-level regional airline pilots. FAA has initiated or planned a
number of efforts to address these issues and recently enacted legislation
requires FAA to implement regulations to increase pilot requirements for airlines
by August 2013.

Example of a Single- and Multi-Engine Training and a Regional Airline Jet

Sources: Cessna (single-engine trainer), Piper (multi-engine trainer), and Bombadier (regional jet).

The U.S. and Europe both offer the same pilot certifications but the training
models differ, in part, due to training philosophies and other circumstances. The
U.S. training approach emphasizes proficiency on actual flight training, while
Europe’s approach tends to emphasize academic instruction with more
knowledge training requirements and testing. European pilot schools have also
developed more comprehensive student screening processes than in the U.S.

FAA has an annual inspection program that includes the oversight of pilot
schools, pilot examiners, and flight instructors, the gatekeepers for the initial pilot
training process. GAO analysis of FAA inspection data showed a 78 percent
completion rate of the required inspections for pilot schools in fiscal year 2010,
but, due to insufficient information, GAO was unable to determine completion
percentages for prior years. Similarly, GAO could not determine 1) whether FAA
completed the required inspections for pilot examiners or 2) the reasons that the
discretionary inspections of flight instructors—which are generally optional—were
conducted. Furthermore, FAA’s national office does not adequately monitor the
completion of annual inspection activities due, in part, to an inability to aggregate
inspection data from the local district offices that conduct the inspections. Thus,
FAA does not have a comprehensive system in place to adequately measure its
performance in meeting annual inspection requirements, which could make it
difficult to ensure regulatory compliance and that safety standards are being met.
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GAO

Accountability * Integrity * Reliability

United States Government Accountability Office

Washington, DC 20548

November 4, 2011
Congressional Requesters

The United States’ aviation transportation system is an important
component of the U.S. economy and one of the safest and most efficient
systems in the world. However, the continued integrity of this system
depends in part on the roughly 3,400 U.S. pilot schools providing well-
trained pilot candidates for airlines. This is particularly true for regional
airlines, which hire and train pilots from these schools, whereas large
mainline airlines tend to hire and train pilots who already have experience
at regional airlines." Although the large mainline airlines have an
unprecedented safety record, in recent years regional airlines, which
account for about 53 percent of the nation’s commercial flights,? have
experienced a number of fatal accidents; specifically, the last six fatal
commercial airline accidents involved regional airlines. The National
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) has cited pilot performance as a
potential contributory factor in four of these accidents, including the one in
February 2009, in Buffalo, New York, involving Colgan Air, Inc.3 As a
result, Congress and others have raised questions about, among other
issues, the initial pilot education and training required before pilots can be
hired by airlines, at which time they receive further training. The initial
training is provided by pilot schools overseen by the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA).#

You asked us to examine the initial pilot training system in the United
States, which includes private and commercial pilot certification (license),
up to the training provided once a pilot is hired by an airline. Because
other countries have approached initial training for future airline pilots
differently, we also studied the training approach in Europe to help inform

1Regional air carriers are airlines that generally operate aircraft seating fewer than 90
passengers, and mainline carriers operate aircraft seating 90 or more passengers.

’Regional Airline Association, 2070 Annual Report, September 2010.

3NTSB Aircraft Accident Report, 2010, Loss of Control on Approach, Colgan Air, Inc.,
Operating as Continental Connection Flight 3407, Bombardier DHC-8-400, N200WQ,
Clarence Center, New York, February 12, 2009. NTSB/AAR-10/01. Washington, D.C.

“The U.S. Department of Transportation Office of Inspector General is conducting an audit
of FAA’s oversight of air carrier pilot training programs at the request of Congress.
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our review. This report discusses (1) the various types of U.S. pilot
training organizations, how they compare, and issues associated with
training; (2) the key similarities and differences between the U.S. system
and international approaches to pilot training; and (3) how and to what
extent FAA carries out its oversight role of pilot training and certification.
In addition, you noted that the worldwide demand for commercial airline
pilots has also caused concerns to be raised about the ability of the
current training system to provide an adequate number of pilots and
asked that we examine this issue. We examined what is known about the
future demand for and supply of U.S. commercial airline pilots and report
our findings on this issue in appendix Il.

To address our objectives and the pilot supply appendix, we reviewed
and synthesized published literature related to pilot certification and
training issues in the United States and comparable international pilot
training systems; pilot statistics; types and requirements of pilot training
schools; FAA regulatory training requirements for different levels of pilot
certification; FAA oversight of U.S. pilot training system. Literature
sources included federal agency documentation, academic journals, trade
publications, conference presentations, and newspaper articles. We also
reviewed the Federal Aviation Regulations related to training and
certification for pilots, and legislative provisions that addressed issues
related to pilot training. Specifically, we reviewed the Airline Safety and
Federal Aviation Administration Extension Act of 2010 related to pilot
training requirements and the certification of pilots operating for airlines.®
We interviewed officials at the Department of Transportation (DOT), FAA,
and NTSB. We conducted semistructured interviews with representatives
from a range of aviation stakeholder organizations, including pilot unions,
pilot school associations, general aviation groups, commercial aviation
industry associations, international aviation associations, and regional
airlines (see app. | for the complete list of stakeholders we interviewed).
We visited pilot training stakeholders in six states—Arizona, Florida,
Georgia, Indiana, Maryland, and Utah—which included FAA regions that
had higher number of pilot schools, higher number of pilot certificates
issued in 2009, presence of FAA regional and district offices, and
presence of regional airlines’ offices. In our state visits, we interviewed
officials at FAA regional and district offices, regional airlines, pilot schools,
and college aviation schools. Because we selected these six states as

SPub. L. No. 111-216, 124 Stat. 2348 (2010).
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Background

part of a nonprobability sample, our site visit data cannot be generalized
to the nation. Through the combination of site visits and semistructured
telephone interviews, we interviewed representatives of 24 regional
airlines that transported about 97 percent of regional passengers in 2009,
according to the Regional Airlines Association’s 2010 annual report. We
also analyzed data from FAA’s data systems for fiscal years 2006 through
2010 that provided information on the oversight activities related to pilot
certification and training. We tested the reliability of the inspection and
enforcement data that we received from FAA with electronic testing of the
data elements that we used, obtained, and reviewed documentation
about the data and the systems that produced them, and interviewed
knowledgeable FAA officials. We found the data to be sufficiently reliable
for our purposes.

In addition, we conducted site visits to a nonprobability sample of
European countries: France, Germany, the Netherlands, and the United
Kingdom. We focused on the European pilot certification and training
requirements because they offer a different model than the United States.
Specifically, individuals with no previous flying experience are generally
trained from the beginning to be commercial airline pilots. The site visits
allowed us to obtain information on European countries’ pilot standards,
as well as their efforts to revise their piloting performance and training
standards to competency-based training models. During these site visits,
we interviewed officials at the European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA)
(Europe’s aviation regulatory organization), civil aviation authority
officials, and representatives from international and European aviation
stakeholder groups, airlines, and pilot training schools.

We conducted this performance audit from March 2010 through
November 2011 in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the
audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We
believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. See appendix |
for more information about our scope and methodology.

Civil aviation in the United States can be generally divided into two broad
categories—general aviation and commercial aviation. General aviation
comprises all aviation activities other than military and commercial
airlines. All civilian students are trained in the general aviation sector until
they are hired as airline pilots. Commercial aviation generally refers to
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businesses that carry passengers or cargo for hire or compensation. To
operate as a commercial airline, a business must have an airline
operating certificate issued by FAA, based on federal aviation regulations,
which is determined by the type of commercial service being provided.®
Airlines that provide scheduled commercial service are often grouped into
two categories. Mainline airlines are the traditional large airlines that
provide domestic and international passenger service on larger aircraft
such as American Airlines or Delta Airlines. Regional airlines, such as
Mesa and Piedmont Airlines, also provide domestic and international
passenger service, generally using aircraft with fewer than 90 seats and
serving smaller airports. The international service that regional airlines
provide is confined to border markets in Canada, Mexico, and the
Caribbean. More than 13,000 regional airline flights operate daily, which
represents more than half of the number of U.S. domestic flights.

As the federal agency responsible for regulating the safety of civil aviation
in the United States, FAA is responsible for the administration of pilot
certification (licensing) and conducting safety oversight of pilot training.
Regulations for pilot certification and training are found in three different
parts of the Federal Aviation Regulations—Parts 61, 141, and 142.7 All
pilots are subject to a series of certification requirements established by
FAA, but the requirements vary depending on the type of training
environment.® Part 61 recognizes six basic types of pilot certification:

Federal aviation regulations are found under title 14 of the United States Code of Federal
Regulations. Part 135 of Title 14 prescribes rules governing the commuter or on-demand
operations to hold an air carrier certificate. Nonscheduled-service airlines are generally
issued a Part 135 certificate by FAA and operate aircraft other than turbojet-powered
airplanes having no more than nine passenger seats and a payload capacity of 7,500
pounds or less. Part 121 prescribes rules governing the domestic, flag, and supplemental
operations to hold an air carrier certificate. Scheduled-service airlines are generally issued
a Part 121 certificate by FAA and operate turbojet-powered airplanes or airplanes with
more than nine passenger seats or airplanes having a payload capacity of more than
7,500 pounds.

"Part 61 prescribes the minimum training, knowledge, and experience requirements for
acquiring a pilot certificate. Part 141 prescribes the requirements for issuing pilot school
certificates and the general operating rules applicable to a holder of the certificate. Part
142 prescribes the requirements governing the certification and operation of aviation
training centers.

814 C.F.R. Part 61.
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student, sport, recreational, private, commercial, and airline transport.®
Part 61 also establishes the core training requirements for each pilot
certification, which describes the eligibility requirements, aeronautical
knowledge and flight proficiency standards, and the required flight hours
(see table 1). Pilot training can be provided to students by flight
instructors under Part 61."° Part 141 outlines the specified personnel,
aircraft, facilities, curriculum, and other operating requirements that
approved pilot training organizations (schools) must meet in order to hold
an operating certificate from FAA. Part 142 outlines specific requirements
for training centers that primarily relate to the advanced training provided
to pilots by employers, such as airlines. Our report focuses on the initial
pilot training that students are provided until they are hired as airline
pilots; thus, advanced training for pilots is not within the scope of our
study.™

The student pilot certificate is necessary to begin pilot training to work toward a
recreational, sport, or private pilot certificate under the direct supervision of a flight
instructor. The recreational pilot certificate was introduced in 1989 and limits pilots to stay
within 50 nautical miles of their departure airport unless other conditions are met. The
sport pilot certificate was introduced in 2004 and allows pilots to fly smaller, light, less
complex, one or two-seat airplanes without the limitations of recreational pilots. The
private pilot certificate allows the pilot to fly solo and carry passengers in any aircraft for
which they are qualified, but not to fly for compensation. The commercial pilot certificate
allows a pilot to be compensated for flying and to be hired for a variety of aviation jobs
(e.g., air ambulance, law enforcement, agricultural spraying, corporate and charter flights,
and banner towing), including first officer positions with airlines. The airline transport pilot
certificate is the highest level of pilot certification, requires the highest amount of
cumulative flight time, and is necessary to qualify as a captain for an airline.

19The holder of a valid flight instructor certificate may provide pilot training and instruction
for the pilot certification in any aircraft for which they are qualified. (14 C.F.R. § 181).

"The DOT Office of Inspector General has initiated reviews related to FAA’s oversight of
airline pilot training, pilot fatigue, and professionalism issues, and whether there is a direct
relationship among commercial aviation accidents, pilot experience, and pilot
compensation.
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Table 1: Training and Total Flight-Hour Requirements for FAA’s Three Main Pilot Certificates—Private, Commercial, and
Airline Transport Pilot

Part 61 Part 141 required ground Part 141

Type of pilot Part 61 required ground school training required school training hours for required

certificate hours for aeronautical knowledge flight hours aeronautical knowledge flight hours

Private pilot No minimum hours specified; minimum 40 35 35
knowledge subject areas must be covered

Commercial pilot No minimum hours specified; minimum 250 35 190
knowledge subject areas must be covered

Airline transport pilot No minimum hours specified 1,500 40 1,500

Source: GAO presentation of information contained in Part 61 and Part 1410of Title 14 of the U.S. Code of Federal Regulations.

To obtain a private, commercial, or airline transport pilot certificate from
FAA to perform various aviation activities, individuals typically have to
successfully complete pilot training and pass the following two FAA tests
for each pilot certificate and rating obtained:?

« A knowledge test assesses applicants’ understanding of the
aeronautical knowledge areas required for a specific certificate or
rating and can be administered in written form or by a computer.

« A practical test consists of a flight test and an oral examination. The
flight test assesses applicants’ knowledge of the areas of operations
of an aircraft and the ability to demonstrate the maneuvers in an
aircraft while in flight. The oral examination is conducted by having an
applicant respond to random questions related to aviation knowledge
and aircraft operations before, during, and after the flight test, and
typically lasts between 1 and 2 hours.™

12A rating defines the conditions or specific aircraft in which a pilot certificate may be used.
In addition, endorsements may be issued by FAA to further define conditions or specific
aircraft not covered by ratings.

BPart 61 requires that pilots must be able to read, write, speak, and understand the
English language, or a pilot certificate cannot be issued. Each pilot applicant must
demonstrate an ability to mentally grasp critical information that often must be read and
understood while conducting a variety of aviation operations.
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To become a certified commercial pilot,™ which is currently the minimum
requirement for being hired by an airline as a first officer, individuals also
must undergo several steps of pilot training and certification in
accordance with FAA regulations.’ Once cleared by the medical
examination, students obtain a medical certificate and a student pilot
certificate from FAA.'® Figure 1 shows the typical progression of training
and certifications required to become an airline pilot.

4 pilot with a commercial pilot certificate can be employed to tow banners and fly
sightseeing operations or can be employed as a first officer for a regional airline.

15In commerecial aviation, the pilot in command (captain) of an aircraft is the person aboard
the aircraft who is ultimately responsible for its operation and safety during all phases of
flight, as well as when it is operating or moving on the ground, in accordance with FAA’s
rules of the air. The second-in-command (first officer) is the second pilot of an aircraft, and
has the authority to assume command of the aircraft in the event of incapacitation of the
captain. However, control of the aircraft is normally shared equally between the captain
and first officer during flight.

16To be eligible for a student pilot certificate, an applicant must be at least 16 years of age
and hold at least a third-class medical certificate. Student pilots are generally not allowed
to operate an aircraft in solo flight unless certain FAA requirements are met.
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Figure 1: The Typical Path to Become a Commercial Airline Pilot

Obtain a private pilot certificate from FAA by completing the necessary
knowledge and flight training

‘

Obtain an instrument rating from FAA by completing the necessary knowledge and
flight training (allows a pilot to fly during periods of reduced visibility or when the
ground reference is obscured)

‘

Obtain a commercial pilot certificate from FAA by completing the necessary knowledge
and flight training (required in order to be compensated for performing flying activities)

‘

Obtain a multi-engine rating from FAA by completing the necessary knowledge and
flight training (required to be qualified to fly aircraft with more than one engine)

¢

Build flight hours and experience as a flight instructor by teaching new pilot students
how to fly (optional) or through employment in a variety of commercial aviation jobs

‘

Obtain employment as a pilot for a charter or corporate operation or first officer
for a regional airline

Source: GAO.

Figure 2 shows examples of the progression from single-engine trainer, to
multi-engine (i.e., jet) trainer—used by some pilot schools to provide
students with the multi-engine rating—to the much larger, faster jet used
by regional airlines. Once commercial pilots complete the process of
initial training, they are qualified to apply for a first officer pilot position at
an airline. Entry-level positions are typically at regional, and not mainline,
airlines; mainline airlines typically draw from regional airlines for their
pilots. If hired, pilots must complete the airline’s new hire training, which
consists of indoctrination, ground and aircraft systems, simulator training,
and the initial operating experience, wherein the pilot applies what they
learn in the previous training phases. The airline submits these training
programs for approval by the FAA to ensure they meet Part 121
requirements.
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____________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Figure 2: Examples of Single- and Multi-Engine Aircraft Used by U.S. Pilot Schools and a Multi-Engine Jet Used by Regional

Airlines

Cessna 172 Skyhawk (single-engine trainer)

Bombardier CRJ700 (regional jet)

Length/wingspan 27'27/36' 17 Length/wingspan 2771387 Length/wingspan 106'17/76" 3"
Maximum takeoff weight 2,450 Ibs Maximum takeoff weight 3,800 Ibs Maximum takeoff weight 72,750 Ibs
Passenger capacity 4 Passenger capacity 4 Passenger capacity 70-78

Cruise speed 122 knots Cruise speed 162 knots Cruise speed 473 knots

Range 696 nautical miles | Range 700 nautical miles | Range 1,218 nautical miles

Sources: Cessna, Piper and Bombardier.

As part of its oversight responsibility, FAA has safeguards in place to
ensure that pilot applicants are provided the necessary training and
undergo complete and thorough pilot certification examinations. The
National Program Guidelines (NPG), initiated in 1985, are oversight policy
guidelines developed annually by FAA for its eight regional offices and
their associated local district offices for oversight of pilot schools, pilot
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examiners, and flight instructors.’” The NPG identifies required
inspections and optional inspections.' As part of this oversight process,
FAA uses the Program Tracking and Reporting Subsystem (PTRS) for
scheduling and recording inspection records and findings for NPG
inspections of pilot schools, flight instructors, and pilot examiners."?
Additionally, FAA uses the Enforcement Information System (EIS) for
tracking and reporting information about any enforcement actions the
agency takes for statutory or regulatory violations.?°

As a member of the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAQ), the
United States conforms to international standards and recommended
practices for pilot training and certification.?! ICAQ is the international
body that, among other things, promulgates international standards and
recommended practices in an effort to harmonize global aviation
standards. These standards and recommended practices are developed
to ensure that civil aviation throughout the world is safe and secure. ICAO
has no enforcement powers and only establishes recommended
standards and guidelines, e.g., licensing requirements for flight crew
personnel, including pilots. Therefore, ICAO members (known as
contracting states) decide whether to incorporate the standards and
recommended practices into national laws or aviation regulations.

7FAA appoints individuals as designated pilot examiners to conduct various pilot
certification-related activities on behalf of FAA.

8Required inspections are identified by FAA’s national office as the mandatory core
inspections necessary for FAA to fulfill its statutory and regulatory oversight
responsibilities. Accomplishment of these inspections is essential to provide reasonable
assurance of continued compliance with regulations, standards, and safe operating
practices. Planned inspections are identified at the regional and district levels and are
comprehensive targeted inspections. They make up the depth and substance of each
office’s annual work program and FAA district offices tailor them to the changing local
aviation environment.

YPTRS was implemented in 1990 and is one of FAA’s data management and analysis
systems used, among other things, to record inspections of flight instructors, pilot schools,
pilot examiners, and other job functions.

20EIS is the primary internal tool for FAA in initiating enforcement actions and for tracking
of enforcement and compliance cases and their outcomes.

21|CAO members, including the United States, are not legally bound to act in accordance
with ICAO standards and recommended practices. However, if members decide to deviate
from some of the ICAO standards and recommended practices, they are obligated to
notify ICAO of differences. ICAO is a sovereign body, consisting of 190 members. Each
member is entitled to one vote, and decisions are determined by majority vote.
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Pilot Schools’
Training Varies, and
Although All Students
Must Pass the Same
Test, Concerns Exist
Related to the Quality
of the Testing and
Other Training
Requirements

The roughly 3,400 U.S. pilot schools can be divided into three categories:
(1) non-collegiate flight instructor-based schools, (2) non-collegiate
vocational pilot schools, and (3) collegiate aviation schools. The training
provided by the school varies in the minimum requirements for the flight
and ground school hours required for each certification level, level of
oversight provided by FAA, and level of educational instruction being
provided by type of school. However, all student pilots have to
successfully complete ground and flight training and pass the same
knowledge and practical tests prior to receiving a pilot certificate from
FAA. Nevertheless, there is no consensus and little empirical evidence on
how the different pilot training schools compare in preparing professional
pilots for the commercial airline industry. In addition, modern aircraft used
by regional airlines have evolved and the operational demands have
increased on pilots in high-altitude and complex airline operations; yet,
U.S. pilot training requirements for certification of commercial pilots were
last revised in 1997. For example, it is possible for an individual to obtain
all levels of pilot certifications (i.e., private, commercial, and airline
transport) in a general aviation flying environment in a single-engine
aircraft. However, in order to qualify to be hired by an airline, a
commercial pilot would also need to obtain instrument and multi-engine
ratings. Some stakeholders, including representatives of regional airlines,
we interviewed said the current training regulations for commercial pilots
should be revised to incorporate additional training that would improve the
competency of entry-level first officer applicants. FAA has initiated several
efforts to address issues related to pilot training and certification testing.
Recent legislation requires that FAA develop regulations increasing pilot
certification requirements for all airline pilots.

The Three Different Types
of Pilot Training Schools
Vary in Type of Training,
but All Prepare Students to
Take the Same FAA Tests

Approximately 3,400 pilot schools exist in the United States and the most
basic difference among the types of schools is the training environment
provided to the students. For the reporting purposes of our study, we
divided them into three categories: (1) non-collegiate flight instructor-
based schools, (2) non-collegiate vocational pilot schools, and (3)
collegiate aviation schools.

« Non-collegiate flight instructor-based schools (Part 61). Pilot training
conducted under Part 61 regulations is often provided by an
individual, for-hire flight instructor who can operate independently as a
single-instructor school at a local airport with a single aircraft on which
to train students. Other flight instructor-based schools operate as a
more traditional training school with a small, physical facility located at
a particular airport. These schools are the most common type (see fig.
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3). The majority of students that complete training in non-collegiate,
flight instructor-based schools are generally interested in recreational
flying, although most commercial pilots in the United States also
undertake this type of training as the initial path toward becoming an
airline pilot. Flight instructor-based schools offer flexible training
environments to meet specific students’ needs as long as they pass
the final tests. These schools are not subject to direct FAA oversight
beyond the initial certification and subsequent renewal of the flight
instructor’s certificate. However, flight instructors may be inspected by
FAA when a triggering event occurs regarding the training being
provided, such as being involved in an aircraft accident.

« Non-collegiate vocational pilot schools (Part 141). Vocational schools
elect to apply for an operating certificate from FAA to provide pilot
training under Part 141 regulations. Part 141 regulations require these
schools to meet prescribed standards with respect to training
equipment, facilities, student records, personnel, and curriculums.??
Vocational schools must have structured and formalized programs and
have their detailed training course outlines or curriculums approved by
FAA. Curriculums can vary in content, but FAA provides fundamental
core training guidelines that must be followed within the curriculum for
the school to receive a certificate.?? These schools do not allow the
flexibility of flight instructor-based schools as the training sequence
outlined in the curriculum cannot be altered. FAA requires annual
inspections of these schools, unlike flight instructor-based schools.

o Collegiate aviation schools (Part 61 or Part 141). Pilot training is also
provided through 2- and 4-year colleges and universities, which
typically offer an undergraduate aviation-based degree along with the
pilot certificates and ratings necessary to become a commercial pilot.
In general, most of the collegiate aviation schools provide pilot training
under a Part 141 certificate, although they can provide training under
Part 61. Collegiate schools that provide training under Part 61
regulations generally offer similar structured, curriculum-based
training as collegiate schools with a Part 141 certificate.

22In August 2011, FAA issued a rule that, among other things, will allow vocational pilot
schools to use internet-based training programs without requiring the schools to have a
physical ground training facility. The rule will become effective October 31, 2011. 76 Fed.
Reg. 54095 (August 31, 2011).

214 C.F.R. § 141.55.
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Figure 3 displays how each of the three types of pilots schools are
dispersed across the United States.

Figure 3: The Number and Types of Pilot Schools across the Eight FAA Regions
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College schools: 20 College schools: 25 College schools: 21 Overall nationwide: 3,477

Source: GAO analysis of FAA and Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association information; Map Resources (map).
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Note: The total number of schools is approximate because a comprehensive list for the various types
of schools does not exist. The total number of schools was provided by the Aircraft Owners and Pilots
Association (AOPA) as of June 2010. Association officials noted that information is entered into the
listing database by the schools and could not guarantee accuracy and the currency of the data. FAA
maintains only a current list of the pilot schools with a Part 141 operating certificate. Since most of the
pilot schools are not directly tracked by FAA, the AOPA listing is considered the best available. We
reconciled the AOPA total list of schools with FAA’s current list of pilot schools with a Part 141
operating certificate as of June 2011. We eliminated the duplicate schools and added schools from
the FAA list to the total number of schools.

For the most part, all pilot schools must provide training that includes both
classroom and flight training.?* Classroom training, or ground school,
provides students with the required aeronautical knowledge and cognitive
skills necessary to perform the tasks required to become a pilot. Flight
training focuses on learning how to manipulate the controls of an airplane
and make it perform certain maneuvers. Regardless of the type of school,
flight instructors must teach students by demonstrating and explaining, on
the ground and in the air, the basic principles of flight (e.g., airspace,
aerodynamics, weather factors, and Federal Aviation Regulations). The
number of training flight hours required for pilot certification varies by the
aviation regulations being used to provide pilot training. Because training
under Part 141 regulations requires a school to use an FAA-approved
curriculum, fewer hours of actual flight training are required than under
Part 61.2° Figure 4 shows the differences in general characteristics of the
types of U.S. pilot schools.

24Training under Part 61 regulations for the private and commercial pilot certificates can
accomplish the ground school training requirements through instruction from a flight
instructor or through an approved home-study course.

ZFor the airline transport pilot certificate, the same number of total hours is required
whether pilot training is being conducted under Part 61 or Part 141 regulations.
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Figure 4: Differences in Regulatory Requirements and General Characteristics of U.S. Pilot Schools
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Source: GAO.
Note: Although a training curriculum does not require FAA approval under Part 61, flight instructors
must cover the minimum knowledge subject areas outlined in the regulations.

®Not all collegiate aviation schools have a Part 141 certificate. Therefore, for collegiate schools that
provide training under Part 61, no FAA approval is needed for the training curriculum used for
training.

FAA regulations do not prescribe the entry requirements, selection
criteria, and screening procedures for students seeking entry into U.S.
pilot schools, and as a result, they could vary considerably among
schools. In general, pilot schools admit those students who can pay for
the training; however, FAA sets a minimum age requirement for each pilot
certification and requires a current FAA medical certificate and that every
pilot student is able to read, speak, write, and understand the English
language.?® FAA’s long-standing requirement for English proficiency
complies with the 2008 ICAO standard that all private, commercial, or
airline transport pilots who operate internationally have a pilot certificate
with the level of English language proficiency. If a person is determined to
be proficient during the FAA practical test for pilot certification, FAA
issues pilot certificates with an “English Proficient” endorsement to attest
that the pilot meets the ICAO standard.

One of the distinctive characteristics of collegiate schools is that they are
generally accredited academic programs, which recognizes a level of

26Additionally, the Transportation Security Administration requires pilot schools to verify a
student’s proof of U.S. citizenship.
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program quality.?” However, a recently-created organization, the Flight
School Association of North America, implemented an accreditation
program in August 2011 for non-collegiate pilot schools intended to
establish an educational quality standard.?® According to association
officials, accrediting non-collegiate pilot schools will help to level the
playing field with the collegiate schools and assist consumers in
comparing pilot schools.

Regardless of the type of pilot schools that students attend, once training
has been completed pilot candidates must pass the same knowledge and
practical tests to obtain a pilot certificate.?® FAA uses a multiple-choice,
knowledge test to measure the extent to which applicants for FAA pilot
certificates have mastered the required aeronautical knowledge areas
provided in ground school. To pass, applicants must achieve an overall
score of 70 percent or higher. However, concerns have been voiced by
some aviation stakeholders related to whether the current knowledge test
actually requires students to learn the material, as opposed to simply
studying sample test questions from publicly available sources. Literature
related to pilot certification and training issues and some aviation
stakeholders have pointed out that FAA testing is generally based on rote
memorization. They stated that this encourages instructors and students
to focus on memorizing test questions to pass the required FAA
knowledge test, rather than developing a true understanding of the
material. In 2004, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) published a study on FAA'’s pilot knowledge tests.>® NASA found

Ynstitutional accreditors review and accredit entire educational institutions. Program
accreditors review and accredit specific programs or subject area offerings within an
educational institution, such as the Aviation Accreditation Board International (AABI). AABI
is an independent body that advances aviation education through accreditation and is the
only program accreditor for collegiate, non-engineering aviation education for both 2-year
and 4-year programs.

28The Flight School Association of North America is a membership-based association that
represents pilot schools and firms that provide products or services to the pilot training or
aviation industry.

2Some vocational and collegiate aviation schools with a Part 141 certificate are granted
examining authority by FAA, as a privilege of their Part 141 certificate, which allows them
to recommend their graduates for some of the initial pilot certificates and ratings (except
flight instructor certificates, airline transport pilot certificates and ratings, and jet type
ratings) without the pilo